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Abstract

In the early 2000s, authorities in Sweden and Denmark recognised that their personal identification

numbers were about to run out but followed different interventions to resolve the same issue. In this

paper, | start from these cases to analyse personal identification numbers as methods for knowing and

governing populations. | draw on two assertions from the study of methods within STS: Methods are

performative, and they produce multiple objects and realities. | demonstrate how such identification

numbers enact individuals and populations simultaneously, and | identify a fundamental tension

between them: one emphasising the representational potential of the part and another favouring the

coherence of the whole. | conclude that issues surrounding personal identification numbers in use

across all Nordic countries can be traced back to a fundamental tension in addressing individuals that is

impossible to resolve via technical modifications, although those interventions are crucial for keeping

the systems operational.
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Introduction

In 2009, the Swedish government recognised
that they were about to run out of numbers. The
personnummer (personal identification number),
originally introduced in 1947 and currently used
in nearly all citizen-state interactions, was nearing
capacity and would soon be unable to represent
people born on certain dates. The problem was
connected to the inclusion of the date of birth in
the number itself: because some dates of birth
were overrepresented in the Swedish population,
soon there would be no more space left to regis-
ter new people.

This work is licensed under

On 29 January 2009, the government proposed
a change in the civil registration law to the parlia-
ment (SR, 2009a) to resolve the looming issue.
Instead of assigning the exact date of birth, they
suggested that personal identification numbers
would be generated using an adjacent available
date in the same month as the birth date of the
individual. Following a debate in the parliamen-
tary chamber, the proposition to change the civil
registration law was accepted on 25 March 2009
(SR, 2009b)".
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This lack of addressing capacity was not a
problem unique to Sweden; the neighbouring
state of Denmark, which uses a similar personal
identification number called CPR-nummer, had
already encountered and resolved the same issue
in 2007 (CPR, 2021). However, their solution did
not require modifying the date of birth. Instead,
the structure of the four digits that follow the
date of birth was changed, creating more address
capacity while preserving the accuracy of the date
of the birth.

Minute modifications involving technical
details of civil registration technologies such as
those | present above might appear trivial, but
due to the ubiquity of the personal identifica-
tion number in both Denmark and Sweden, these
small changes had much more significant conse-
quences for not only the residents who carry
such numbers, but also for the branches of public
administration who rely on the accuracy of the
numbers.

The crucial point is that these kinds of
identification numbers, used by not only Sweden
and Denmark but all Nordic countries?, are not
simply for tools for civil registration. They have
become de facto identifiers in many everyday
tasks. Picking up prescription medicine at the
pharmacy or accessing the loyalty programme of
a supermarket chain might involve typing in the
personal identification number, or the final four
digits of the number might be used as the code
for a keycard to access a storage locker or to enter
the gym. Signing up for a mobile phone contract
often requires one to present such a number,
and for those who do not have regular personal
identification numbers often encounter new
challenges when laws surrounding the numbers
change (Garcia, 2022).

As such, for nearly everyone who holds a
Swedish personnummer, the Danish CPR-nummer,
or the Nordic equivalents, the idea of having a
different date of birth in their number would be
at the very least surprising and it is likely to be
outrageous for many. So, how did Sweden end up
here, and how did Denmark avoid it? The answers
to those questions are surprisingly pertinent for
STS scholarship as they reveal much about the
performative potentials of identification methods.

On the everyday use of Nordic identification
numbers

In the Nordic countries, an identification number
is assigned to every citizen at birth. And to those
born with one, this identification number is an
unremarkable construct: a number that everyone
has, and that everyone has always had. Over the
last five years | have bothered many friends and
colleagues who were born with the number by
asking them whether they could remember the
first time they wrote their number down, or the
first time they got it wrong. Almost none of them
could point to a specific moment, although many
guessed that it must have been early in primary
school. Of course, this says as much about my age
and location as anything else: The vast majority of
those | have spoken to were born in Sweden after
1960. Since the four digits were introduced in
Sweden in the late 1960s, anyone born around or
after that date is likely to remember the number
as an unchanging entity. Just two of my older col-
leagues, born in the early 1950s, could remember
a time before the four digits were added to their
numbers.

In contrast, those who receive the number
later in life—for example by moving to a Nordic
country to study or work—often find it novel and
sometimes even shocking due to its ubiquity, but
partially also because the number really does
make many things more convenient. Booking
a doctor’s appointment is easier, picking up
medicine from the pharmacy is easier, opening a
bank account easier, even renting a flat is easier,
once the newly arrived resident is in possession
of a personal identification number. Not only that,
but the ubiquity of the number in everyday life
is rarely remarked upon aside from moments of
malfunction or rupture, as befits any infrastruc-
ture. Unsurprisingly, these friends and colleagues
who moved to Sweden later in life could provide
much more specific answers about when they
had first written down their number (“as soon as
| opened the letter from the tax office”), and the
first time they had gotten it wrong (“the first time |
tried to say it out loud”).

There is of course a third category: Those who
have never had such a number. For them, whom
| have spoken to most often at conferences, the
number tends to invoke the spectre of the surveil-
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lant state out of control—again, mostly an indi-
cation of the kinds of fields | work in rather than
any sort of a representative sample—and there
is much substance to their critique. The histories
of numbering people in Europe are fraught with
the worst excesses of violence committed by
states against their own citizens. The literature on
the topic is vast, and the surveillant capacities of
new technologies for tracking and recording the
daily lives of individuals for the purposes of social
sorting, whether in service of the state or in the
hands of multinational corporations, should give
us all pause (Ball et al., 2012; Gilliom, 2001; Lyon,
2001; Monahan, 2013). However, my goal in this
paper is not to argue for what the Nordic number
should or should not do, but rather to demon-
strate what it does in action.

In this paper, | analyse the Swedish and Danish
personal identification numbers as methods for
knowing and governing populations. To do so, |
draw on two assertions from the study of methods
within Science & Technology Studies: Methods
are performative (Law, 2004), and they produce
multiple objects and realities (Mol, 2002) Through
my analysis, | demonstrate how such identifica-
tion numbers enact individuals and populations
simultaneously, and | identify a fundamental
tension between them: one emphasising the
representational potential of the part and another
favouring the coherence of the whole. | conclude
by arguing that issues surrounding these Nordic
identification numbers can be traced back to a
fundamental tension in addressing individuals
that is impossible to resolve via technical modifi-
cations, although those interventions are crucial
to keeping the systems operational.

Nordic identification numbers

While most countries across the world use some
form of tax identification number for administra-
tive purposes (OECD, 2021), and many other Euro-
pean states assign unique identifiers to the whole
population beyond taxation purposes, the Nordic®
identification numbers have several properties
that allow us to understand them as a ‘family’ of
numbers. The first similarity is their syntax. They
all begin with the date of birth, sometimes include
a separation symbol—usually a dash, occasion-

ally a plus sign—and end with four or five digits,
the assignment of which follows relatively similar
rules across the five countries®. Equally significant
is the similarity in their everyday usage in that
they tend to appear in encounters with non-state
institutions and companies just as much as they
do in the context of civil registration. Finally, in all
Nordic countries, the unique identification num-
bers assigned to citizens and residents remain
with them for life.

These numbers are highly useful from the
perspective of the state, as they allow for the
generation of accurate statistics on the popula-
tion, especially when combined with a system for
the registration of births and deaths in a timely
manner. Employment, welfare, migration, and
education are all governed with the help of identi-
fication numbers in the Nordic countries. As such,
these numbers have been of interest to statisti-
cians and epidemiologists (Ludvigsson et al., 2009)
due to the key role that they play in state-held
registers which are highly valuable for research
in both disciplines. Beyond these two groups, the
last decade has seen a steadily growing interest in
understanding the number from humanities and
social sciences perspectives. Notable publications
have covered the history of the number in Iceland
(Watson, 2010), Denmark (Krogness, 2011), and
Sweden (Paulsson, 2016), while two master theses
have provided interaction design-centric histories
of the number in Norway (Frestad, 2017), and
Finland (Wessman, 2018).

In a study of the history Danish population
registers and the CPR number, Bauer (2014)
describes how the personal identification number
moved from its role as administrative infrastruc-
ture to a biomedical resource used for population
health research. Drawing on previous scholarship
on studies of calculation, the history of statis-
tics, and science studies perspectives, she argues
that population data do not merely representa-
tions populations but act as infrastructures that
produce populations. This key infrastructural role
is also emphasised in Nordfalk and Hoeyer’s (2020)
analysis of a failed system for citizens to opt out of
register-based research in Denmark.

In line with Verran and Lippert’s (2018) observa-
tion that numbers often feature in STS scholarship,
Tupasela et al. (2020) highlight the role of iden-
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tification numbers across the Nordic countries
in their analysis of the emergence of a “Nordic
data imaginary” where health and welfare data
collected by the state is shared with the private
sector to boost economic growth. Alastalo and
Helén (2021: 16) take the Finnish personal iden-
tification number henkilétunnus as their object
of analysis when they argue that the number
“epitomizes an intersection of political practices
of governing people and advanced data manage-
ment technology” and acts as a means for the
state to both care for their citizens and to control
them.

The performativity of
identification methods

To claim something is “a method” is to say that
it obeys a set of rules for organising knowledge,
that it orders some things in a certain way while
othering the rest. In studies of method in STS and
related fields, previous work has established the
notion that methods are performative. They do
“not only describe but also help to produce the
reality that they understand” (Law, 2004: 5), and
they enact multiple objects and realities (Mol,
2002). These multiple objects and realities do
come into conflict with one another; occasion-
ally “one reality wins” (Mol, 2002: 53-86), and
at other times they co-exist in tension with one
another. They also come with their own experts,
and the institutions that uphold the validity of the
method.

There are two key moments in understanding
how methods enact realities. As Lury and
Wakeford describe:

“Our proposal, then, is that the inventiveness of
methods is to be found in the relation between
two moments: the addressing of a method - an
anecdote, a probe, a category - to a specific
problem, and the capacity of what emerges in the
use of that method to change the problem. (Lury
and Wakeford, 2012: 7)

The moment when a method is applied to a prob-
lem, and how the problem changes because of
that application are both crucial to understand-
ing the consequences of methods. Focusing on
these two moments does not imply that the prob-

lem itself exists independently of the methods;
the moments themselves are simply analytical
tools to help us bracket a process so that it can be
understood. The inventiveness of methods, as a
way of studying methods is itself an invention, as
also expressed by the notion of “the double social
life of methods” (Law et al., 2011).

Connecting these perspectives to identifica-
tion and state practices is the notion of subjec-
tivation; methods shape the subjectivities that
we all inhabit, for example in how subjects are
brought into being by methods used by the state
such as the population census (Ruppert, 2011).
Understanding methods as forces of subjectiva-
tion (Cakici and Ruppert, 2020), that is, socio-tech-
nical arrangements that configure the agency of
subjects to act, allows us to seek how social and
political subjectivities can arise from the technical
features of identification methods. In relation to
Nordic identification numbers, the date of birth
and the following digits each codify assump-
tions about the size of the population, its rate of
growth, as well as about age and gender, which |
describe in greater detail in the following sections.

Methods contribute to the construction of the
objects they set out to study, but this is not to say
that methods of population statistics are the only
devices for creating subjects; rather, as with many
other devices, they have the potential to construct
new subjects as they claim the population and the
individual as their objects.

This process of construction is nowhere clearer
than in the domain of expert practice as made
visible in the reports, papers, and regulations
(Hull, 2012; Mathur, 2016; Mitchell, 2002). Personal
identification numbers construct a site of inter-
vention for policies that target subjects as unique
individuals. This site is then accessible by other
knowledge practices, whether in the name of state
policy, e.g. the population census, or individual
taxation, or for private enterprise such as linking a
mobile phone contract to a personal identification
number. It serves a dual-purpose in that it allows
the formation and addressing of groups based on
the properties of the number (“everyone born on
May 18%", 1998") or in the addressing of individuals
separately (“the person assigned the number
19560101-0101").
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It is not only external actors that intervene in
the site of the personal identification number; self-
conceptualisations also find their realisation in the
very same site. The individual indicators of date
of birth and legal sex at birth are both concerned
with specific bodies, and both have become sites
of contestation that are also targeted for interven-
tion by the state.

In short, the composite form of the personal
identification number as a date of birth followed
by a set of identifying digits brings into being a
unique method; one that gives rise to interven-
tions that can target parts as individuals and
wholes as the total population. It is in relation to
these perspectives that | analyse Nordic identifica-
tion numbers as methods that enact populations.

Identification and categorisation

Nordic identification numbers are but one exam-
ple of a highly diverse group of identification
methods. Earlier research on identification and
registration has established the importance of
these methods for knowing and governing popu-
lations (Anderson, 2015; Hacking, 1990; Ruppert,
2014), as well as its many risks when it comes to
ever-expanding surveillance of subjects (Kertzer
and Arel, 2001; M’charek, 2000; Nobles, 2000).
These activities can be understood as attempts to
make society and people legible to the state, and
constitute central problems of statecraft (Scott,
1998).

Numbers have always played a prominent role
in the exercise of state power in this manner. The
history of statistics and its methods for handling
uncertainty have been widely studied as social
accomplishments (Daston, 1988; Desrosiéres,
1998; MacKenzie, 1981; Porter, 1996; Stigler, 1990).
In this sense, numbers are the foundation on
which contemporary states are built, whether in
creating populations by counting them (Hacking,
1990), exercising power through experts (Mitchell,
1991), or shaping people and territory from a
distance (Scott, 1998).

Since the origins the modern state dovetail
with that of centralised identification systems,
both seemingly mundane technologies such as
identification cards (Caplan and Torpey, 2001) as
well as biometric technologies and new infrastruc-
tural projects have been the focus of scholarly

attention. Bennett and Lyon (2008) collect the
diverse implementations of this identification
technology in different geographies and through
different technologies. Spektor (2020) describes a
case where concerns about security seek to both
mobilise and oppose new identification tech-
nologies, while Thiel (2020) highlights the role of
interoperability in public debates and political
decisions surrounding identification infrastruc-
tures, and Singh (2019) argues for seeing such
technologies as translations that distribute
accountability and control across bureaucracies.
Scholars have studied issues of categorisa-
tion and identification as performative methods.
Grommé and Scheel show how statistical identity
categories for migrants and minorities consti-
tutes a site for the enactment of national identi-
ties, therefore bringing into being more than just
the groups that they name (Grommé and Scheel,
2020). The changing objects and enacted realities
also affect the method itself. For example, Dagiral
and Singh (2020) show how digital identification
infrastructures in France and India are changing
the relationship between the state and the citizen
by making each legible and accountable to one
another in unforeseen ways. Moreover, Pelizza
has argued that by viewing identification as
performative, we can also see beyond the notion
of identification as nothing more than a flawed
representation; performativity foregrounds the
process of translation and makes visible both
the limitations and the materiality of the process
(Pelizza, 2021). This focus on materiality also
highlights the role of routine practices and social
relations of humans which are often essential to
the stabilisation and regular functioning of digital
identification infrastructures (Chaudhuri, 2019).

Studying identification numbers

In my analysis of identification numbers, | draw
on official reports and information published by
state institutions in charge of the identification
number systems in the Nordic countries. Typically,
these are the tax offices and statistics agencies,
but also include institutions that are specifically
responsible for the administration of the number,
for example CPR-kontoret (the Danish central per-
son registry office). When describing instances
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of numbers running out and the change in civil
registration law, | have also made use of Swed-
ish parliamentary records from 2009, as well as
news articles that reported on related issues in
Sweden and Denmark between 2010 and 2022.
Finally, | have used reports and guides published
by Skatteverket (the Swedish Tax Agency) and CPR-
kontoret when explaining the internal structure
and the technical details of the personal identifi-
cation number systems. | sorted the documents
into three categories (parliamentary records,
expert reports, and news), labelled according to
country of origin, publishing institution, language,
and publication date. Then, | developed a coding
frame based on registration of life events which
resulted in three themes relating to events (birth,
death, migration), and four themes related to
features of civil registration systems (population
register, identification number, syntax, seman-
tics). While this coding frame did not necessarily
map the documents to a singular timeline, in the
following sections | present the various parlia-
mentary debates, reports and changes in law in
chronological order for clarity.

As | described in the introduction, both
Denmark and Sweden faced the problem of
running out of personal identification numbers.
In Sweden, the solution was to change civil regis-
tration laws to allow for numbers not matching
the date of birth to be assigned to citizens and
residents in 2009. In Denmark, the problem
arose earlier due to the smaller representational
capacity of the number, but their solution involved
changing the internal structure of the number.
Importantly, it is these very structures that encode
assumptions about the world that the number
inhabits, and changing one is to change the other
as well. However, to understand the social and
political implications of the internal structure of
the number, we first need to understand how the
personal identification number is constructed in
the Nordic countries.

Making Up Numbers

Despite the name, the Nordic personal identifica-
tion number is in fact a composite of several num-
bers that obey different rules. The first sequence
is the date of birth where digits denote the day,
the month, and the year. The second sequence

of four or five digits are primarily used to distin-
guish between different people born on the same
date, but throughout the history of the number
they have been used as indicators for the region
of birth, the legal gender, checksum (error detec-
tion), and even whether the bearer belongs to the
royal family.

As an example, if a person born on 30 October
2022 were to be issued a personnummer in
Sweden today in line with the Swedish guidelines
(Skatteverket, 2021), the number might look like
the following:

20221030-5013

If the same person were to be issued a CPR-num-
mer in Denmark, according to the Danish guide-
lines (CPR, 2021) they might receive the following
number instead:

301022-4127

The numbers look similar aside from the differ-
ence in how the day, month, and year is repre-
sented. The former is in YYYYMMDD order using
eight digits, while the latter is in DDMMYY order
using only six digits. The date is followed by a dash
to separate the suffix comprising four digits. By
combining the date of birth with four additional
digits, it would be possible to uniquely represent
up to ten thousand individuals per day—or 3.6
million per year—in the absence of any other con-
straints, but in practice the four digits are used for
other purposes as well, and the representational
capacity is significantly smaller.

Regardless of the exact capacity, however,
this kind of structure comes with an assumption
of how about many people are likely to be born
on any given day, and how that might change
in the future. What the designers of the number
must have had in mind for the kinds of numbers
used in the Nordic countries were expectations of
a certain population; closer to ten million rather
than one billion. In other words, embedded in the
design of the number itself is a population projec-
tion based on the assumption of sustained repro-
duction. Such political visions are often built into
infrastructure, as Bowker and Star (2000) have also
argued, and the Nordic identification number, in
its capacity to act as an addressing infrastructure
for the state, is no different.
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The other feature shared across all Nordic
identification numbers is the use of the date of
birth based on the Gregorian calendar. Using
the calendar for the registration of births is not
unusual by any means; the right to birth registra-
tion is contained in the United Nations Convention
on the Rights of the Child, Article 7 (UN General
Assembly, 1989), and for most birth registration
systems this means recording the birth event
together with the date of the event. In Sweden,
the calendar provides yet another link between
dates and individuals through the tradition of a
name day, itself a remainder of the calendars for
the “saint of the day’, that is, the association of
specific dates with specific names of saints.

When numbers run out

It is currently possible to be assigned a personal
identification number that differs from your
actual date of birth in Sweden, because numbers
for some dates have already run out. The reason
for the limited capacity of personal identifica-
tion numbers is in how they are generated from
using the date of birth, but to understand how
such numbers could possibly run out, we need to
understand two other factors that contributed to
the issue.

The first is migration to Sweden from other
countries: Since the Swedish number can only
address one thousand people per date of birth
(in practice this number can be slightly lower
due to reserved digits), and numbers are rarely
released even if people move out of Sweden, it is
possible to see how some days could come close
to maximum capacity; extremely unlikely, but
theoretically possible. Note that the number can
represent approximately 36 million individuals
per century (assuming a lifespan of a hundred
years) and birthdays tend not to be uniformly
distributed, i.e., some months tend to have more
births than others; under these conditions more
than one thousand people resident in Sweden
could share the same date of birth for a given day.
However, this is highly unlikely given the current
population of Sweden®. In fact, a Statistics Sweden
report published in 2016 estimated that approxi-
mately 300 numbers out of one thousand are
claimed for each date under regular conditions
(SCB, 2016).

The second factor that led to numbers running
out was the decision to assign arbitrary dates of
birth to people arriving in Sweden if they did not
possess the kind of documentation recognised
by the Swedish Migration Agency. If someone
arriving in Sweden either did not hold an identifi-
cation document that indicated the date of birth,
or if the document itself was not recognised as a
legitimate document by the Migration agency,
then the individual in question was assigned
either January 1% or July 1% as their day of birth,
depending on which half of the year they declared
their date of birth in. The required conversions
from the Hijri calendar to the Gregorian calendar
may have also played a role in this decision,
as noted by one Skatteverket employee inter-
viewed by Sverige Radio in 2019 (Boucheloukh
and Axelsson, 2019). This decision gradually led
to irregularities in population statistics, initially
concentrated around certain years in the 1970s
and 80s, as January and July 1% both seemed to
indicate days where the number of births were
higher than in the rest of the year (SCB, 2016:
18). However, a more serious problem soon
arose: Since the personal identification number
can only address a theoretical maximum of one
thousand people per day, the artificial birth date
assignments eventually exhausted the available
supply of numbers for January 1% and July 1 of
certain years. The issue was initially addressed by
multiple state institutions in a series of reports
and followed by a change in the civil registration
law in 2009 (SR, 2009b) which allowed for personal
identification numbers to be generated using an
adjacent available date if the exact date of birth
happens to be unavailable in the system.

As | discussed in the introduction, this lack of
addressing capacity was not unique to Sweden. A
similar problem was also recognised in Denmark
in the early 2000s. A common feature of the
Swedish and the Danish identification numbers
is the use of an independent checksum digit
within the number that allows for error control®.
The trade-off is that such a feature also uses up
a digit that could otherwise be used to increase
the addressing capacity of the number. It is this
feature that was removed from the Danish identi-
fication number on October 2007, resulting in an
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increase in the addressing capacity by a factor of
ten (CPR, 2021).

In short, the Swedish and Danish authorities
faced similar problems of identification numbers
running out but settled on different technical
solutions to increase the addressing capacity
of the numbers. In the Swedish case, legislation
allowed for people to be assigned personal iden-
tification numbers that do not match their date
of birth, therefore allowing the dates that fill up
to overflow into the next available date. In the
Danish case, the removal of the checksum func-
tionality increased the capacity of the number by
a factor of ten, preserved the accuracy of the date
of birth, and resolved or at least postponed the
problem for several decades.

Discussion: The socio-
politics of numbers

While the modifications to the Swedish and Dan-
ish identification systems | outlined in the previ-
ous section may appear minor, the scope of these
technologies—national identification numbers
that cover the whole population—spread their
consequences far and wide.

In the Swedish case, it became possible to
assign people personal identification numbers
that do not match their date of birth, even when
their actual date of birth is recognised by state
authorities. Thus, the personal identification
number is no longer a completely reliable indicator
of the date of birth. Admittedly, this group is likely
to make up a fraction of the population, but the
undoing of deep-seated assumptions about the
factuality of numbers still creates problems for
other systems that rely on those numbers’. We can
easily imagine an example where a form requires
someone to submit both their personal identi-
fication number and the information on their
passport. If the date of birth on those two do not
match, a form-checker might easily throw up an
error or outright refuse a form. Similarly, a border
control agent unaware of the minutiae of Swedish
personal identification numbers might suspect
the individual of wrongdoing due to mismatches
birthdates in the provided documentation. In fact,
this was exactly the case that was reported by SR
in 2019 that | cited earlier where a Syrian citizen

with a Swedish residence permit was stopped and
questioned at the Greek border while returning
from vacation (Boucheloukh and Axelsson, 2019).

In the Danish case, the consequences become
apparent in a longer chain of dependencies. Since
the checksum digit was repurposed to make
space for additional numbers, any systems that
relied on the previously intended functionality of
the checksum® erroneously started flagging some
numbers as invalid after the change. The problem
was sufficiently widespread that the CPR office
was required to make a public statement declaring
that“even though CPR office has been asking since
2007 for IT systems to be built to handle numbers
that do not contain the modulo 11 digit”, the
office is still receiving questions and complaints
from individuals whose numbers were rejected
by IT systems (CPR, 2022). In the statement, the
CPR office also stated that such systems should
at minimum allow for CPR numbers without the
modulo 11 digit to be entered manually.

In comparing the two cases, we see that the
intervention of the Swedish authorities preserved
the integrity of the system at the cost of the
accuracy of individual representation. In other
words, the coherence of the whole was prioritised
over the specificity of the parts. Consequently,
a group of individuals will need to personally
account for the changes wherever they encounter
friction, while the existing administrative systems
can continue to function as before. The Danish
case demonstrated exactly the opposite: the
specificity of the parts was preserved at the
cost of reducing the coherency of the whole.
However, since the intervention removed the
very mechanism built to check the validity of the
number in local contexts, it left individuals who
encounter issues with no clear understanding of
the reasons for the problem, as the as the absence
of the checksum nearly impossible to recognise
in the number itself compared to seeing two
different birth dates in two different documents.
At the same time, as the checksum was always
meant for national systems rather than inter-
national systems, the Danish state was able to
intervene in the process as demonstrated by the
statement published by the CPR office regarding
the checksum digit. In that statement, the respon-
sibility for handling the problem was placed at the
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level of IT system implementation at local authori-
ties using CPR numbers, rather than on the person
bearing the non-compliant number.

| have narrated these two moments of change
in the national identification systems of Sweden
and Denmark to argue that the use of the date
and time for registration may appear mundane,
but it is by no means free from social and
political assumptions. As Bourdieu (2015: 20) has
described, we only need to look at the ubiquity
of the calendar as a shared organising practice to
see the hegemonic power of the state over life.
The calendar is one site where the state exercises
an often-invisible power over social relations, and
a state-issued number that includes the date of
birth inherits the same form of power. It is easy
to accept that the calendar—understood as the
state-sanctioned method for compartmentalising
time—is likely to remain stable, and that stability
is one of the factors that makes Nordic identifi-
cation number a reliable method for addressing
individual state subjects.

This stability across time allows personal iden-
tification numbers to construct an equally stable
site of intervention for policies that target subjects
as unique individuals. It is this site that is then
accessible by other knowledge practices, whether
in the name of state policy, e.g., the population
census, or individual taxation, or for private enter-
prise such as linking a mobile phone contract
to a personal identification number. It serves a
dual-purpose in that it allows the formation and
addressing of groups based on the properties of
the number (“everyone born on May 18%, 1998")
or in the addressing of individuals separately
(“the person assigned the number so and so”).
Drawing on Deleuze (1992), Bauer argues that in
this process the individual and the population are
no longer conceived as opposites as the “dividual
body’is reassembled and enacted through statis-
tical strata” (Bauer, 2014: 207). It is this melding of
the individual and the population that defines the
Nordic identification number; its immense utility
to statisticians, epidemiologists, tax offices and
many other state institutions arises from its power
to enacts the individual and the population as
sites of intervention.

The significance of addressing parts and
wholes via numbers was already highlighted by
Georg Simmel:

“This contrast in ways of naming things reveals a
complete antagonism in the sociological position
of the individual within the spatial sphere. The
individualistic person, with their qualitative
determinacy and the unmistakability of their

life contents, therefore resists incorporation

into an order that is valid for everyone, in which
they would have a calculable position according
to a consistent principle. Conversely, where

the organisation of the whole regulates the
achievement of the individual according to an
end not located within him or herself, then their
position must be fixed according to an external
system. It is not an inner or ideal norm but rather
the relationship to the totality that secures

this position, which is therefore most suitable
determined by a numerical arrangement.” (Simmel,
[1908] 1997: 149-150)

Simmel’s argument is that if individuals are not
considered in terms of innate characteristics, then
they can only be distinguished or judged on the
basis of relations to a larger whole, and numbers
are well-suited for this kind of work, although
they are rarely meaningful as individual entities.
To make sense of them, there is always a need to
know about other numbers in relation to each
other, for example to judge whether they indi-
cate a quantity or form a sequence®. Forming the
kinds of relations that then derive meaning from
a totality depends on making things align with
one another and become commensurable'™. In the
case of the Nordic identification number, combin-
ing the stability of the site of intervention based
on the calendar and the relationship of individual
sites to the whole, generates addressable subjects
of the state".

Returning to the Simmel quote above, it is
not only the enumeration of people and the
crafting of a population alone that is of interest,
but the possibility that numbers can be made to
envelop a totality, or how a totality can be accom-
plished through these numbers: People are born,
people die, the formatting of numbers changes,
dates and calendars are swapped, but the idea
of addressing a space through incrementing
numbers, or describing that space through
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quantity persists throughout. It is this feature of
the method that stabilises the population as a
totality. The numbers belong to an orderly conti-
nuity, each day following from the next, and
each day containing a finite number of people
born on that day. That orderly continuity is the
totality that persists past the birth and death of
individuals. The interventions of the Swedish and
Danish authorities to modify the national identi-
fication numbers challenge this continuity and
foreground the tensions between the coherence
of the whole and the representational potential of
its parts, with consequences for all who carry such
numbers.

Conclusion: The aftermath
of performative power

In this paper, | have argued that the personal
identification number enacts individuals and
populations simultaneously. This is because of the
composite form of the number—the date of birth
followed by a set of identifying digits—brings
into being a unique method that can address
both individuals and the total population. How-
ever, these two sites of intervention, which | have
theorised as parts and wholes, are at tension with
one another. The former shapes a consecutive
totality through the enumeration of calendar days
while the latter provides features specific to the
individual number. This is the fundamental ten-
sion that exists at the heart of the number; given
the current structure and the syntax of the Nordic
identification number, a richer representation of
the individual through increased features in the
number can only come at the expense of group
coherence, and vice versa.

When other events bring the tension to the
foreground, such as when the numbers ran out
in Sweden and Denmark, technical modifications
can bring solutions in the form of compromises
by emphasising one site over the other. In the
two cases | examined, the technical modifications
served to keep the system functioning by finding
a balance between group coherence and the
features of individual numbers. The Swedish inter-
vention preserved the former, while the Danish
one did the opposite. However, as the tension is
fundamental to the construction of the method,
neither could resolve it.

What makes this tension significant beyond
its representational capacity is that in the Nordic
countries, the personal identification number sits
at the heart of a centralised system of civil registra-
tion. Thus, any changes to the system, no matter
how trivial, have the potential to affect all individ-
uals in the population. As with a pebble dropped
into still water, the technical modifications to the
personal identification number produce ripples
that travel far because the intervention is at the
very centre of the web of relations.

In both Sweden and Denmark, the technical
modification was successful in the sense that
the numbers are no longer at risk of running
out. However, as | described in the issues faced
by a Swedish resident at an international border
and numbers being refused at the citizen service
centres due to outdated software, the full conse-
quences of the changes are still unfolding after
nearly 15 years. In both cases, it is the individual
bearing the problematic personal identification
number who suffers the negative consequences
directly, and due to no fault of their own.

It is not that personal identification numbers
used in the Nordic countries are inherently good,
evil, democratic, or totalitarian. It is that they are
potent tools of statecraft that sit at the core of civil
registration, and therefore have the potential to
affect the lives of all who carry them. That is why
any changes to these numbers, no matter how
minor or mundane they might appear, can disrupt
the lives of many.

In STS scholarship, this kind of tension has
been theorised in connection to how methods,
objects, facts, practices, etc. enact realities. Those
realities can and do exist in parallel, but also
come into occasional conflict. In his discussion
of Annemarie Mol'’s interpretation enactment (cf.
Mol, 2002), John Law describes it as attending to
“the continued practice of crafting” (Law, 2004:
56). With my analysis, it is this feature that | seek
to highlight in relation to identification systems,
broadly understood.

We can conceptualise all identification systems
as attempts to contain that very same tension
between individual representation and group
coherence. By attending to their continued
practice of method, whether through analysing
new legislation, following the actors, or seeking to
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understand the technical changes to the systems,
we cast light on what sites of intervention they
bring into being. Those sites are where we locate
the subjects and subjectivities of methods, and

it is from that vantage point that we can begin
to ask questions about the political projects that
these methods make possible.
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Notes
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1

At the time of writing, it is still possible for personal identification numbers in Sweden to be assigned to
an adjacent available date.

The Nordic countries are Sweden, Denmark, Norway, Iceland, and Finland.

Two Baltic states, Latvia and Estonia also assign identification numbers with similar properties, although
the structure of the number differs slightly for the former and significantly for the latter.

One reason why these numbers resemble one another in syntax is because the experts and institutions
that developed them were aware of each other’s work. For example, in relation to the design of the
Norwegian systems in 1960s, the experts voiced a desire to improve on the already existing system in
Sweden (also see Frestad, 2017 for a history of the design process; Selmer, 1964).

Prior to 1990, the Swedish personal identification number also included digits that indicated the county

of assignment which decreased its capacity significantly, and occasionally required regions to ‘borrow
capacity from one another.

One function of the checksum digit is the prevention of transcription errors. Since the number was
designed to be copied from place to place by hand, writing down digits one by one, its inclusion in the
original design is aimed at preserving the integrity of the number. In the past the checksum would have
also provided a small measure of security against fabricated numbers if the forger were not knowledge-
able in the internal structure of the number, although in more recent times this checksum has been
trivially easy to replicate given that all the documentation is publicly available over the Internet.

It is also worth noting that in 2019 the issue of numbers running out was brought up by Angelica
Lundberg, a representative of the nationalist right-wing party Sweden Democrats, during a debate with
the finance minister at the time, Magdalena Andersson of the Social Democrats (Riksdagsforvaltningen,
2019). Lundberg’s argument was self-contradictory in that it asked for significant resources to be put
in the service of resolving an issue that affects those who have migrated to Sweden, while at the same
time positioning her party as being against the use of resources in this manner. However, regardless of
the content of the argument, the consequences of the technical change in the personal identification
number had political significance even at the parliamentary level.

The checksum digit is generated using a modulo 11 operation where each digit of the number is multi-
plied by another number called the weight. These are then summed together and divided by 11. Finally,
the remainder is subtracted from 11 to obtain the checksum digit (CPR, 2021).

Verran’s study of numbering practices describes how enumeration itself can also involve an oscillation
between unity and plurality (Verran, 2001: 92-119).

Schinkel (2016) has argued that such alignment must begin by providing a basis for differentiation, and
that this activity can be understood as “comparity work” (Schinkel, 2016: 377).

The notion of addressability has been employed by Bratton (2015) to analyse the power of information
and communication technologies globally. Bratton (2015, 191-218) argues that the ability to assign
addresses is “critical to any geopolitical system”.




